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Although the acquisition of one’s first language (L1) is something regarded as particularly 
complex, it is generally acknowledged that children, regardless of background, upbringing, 
religion or status, are able generally before the age of five to acquire the majority of grammar 
adults know.  Brown (2000, p. 5) also states “language is acquired by all people in much the 
same way; language and language learning both have universal characteristics.”  The purpose 
of this essay is to examine both the similarities and differences in the acquisition of first and 
second languages (in particular that of L1 children and L2 adults), but it is important to note at 
this juncture no globally accepted answer seems to exist, due to the especially complex nature of 
language as well as the relative youth of this field.  In looking at this question, a number of 
factors and issues will be addressed with theories and examples provided. 
As for our ‘capacity’ to acquire our native language, Fromkin, Rodman& Hyams (2007, p. 29) 
suggest human language as being essentially common to all people, found in people regardless 
of “race, geographical location, social or economic heritage”.  Brown (2000, p. 20) similarly 
states an opinion that “all children, given a normal developmental environment, acquire their 
native languages fluently and efficiently: moreover they acquire them “naturally,” without 
special instruction, although not without significant effort and attention to language.” 
What is it precisely that children ‘know’ per se in their acquisition of their native language (L1)?  
Structure dependency and the rules that accompany it are concepts children seem to know.  
This is a process that appears not to come about simply as a result of memorisation, as although 
the number of words may be finite, the combinations of words together to form utterances and 
sentences is infinite, allowing us as humans to use language in a creative way to communicate 
and express ourselves.  It is not a case that parents ‘teach’ grammar, yet at the same time, 
unlike the acquisition of a second language (L2), children seem to have the ability to act like 
linguists in their seemingly effortless like way to learn their L1.  To ponder the concept that 
children are able to master the grammar they hear around them is indeed intriguing.  The 
question therefore arises - just how do they do this, and are the same techniques thus employed 
in the learning of L2? 
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In spite of the fact numerous theories have come about regarding the acquisition of L1, 
including ones that were based on behaviourism prevalent in the 1950s pioneered by people 
such as Skinner, other linguists endeavoured to show other reasons behind language acquisition, 
i.e. it being “a complex cognitive system that could not be acquired by behaviourist principles” 
(Fromkin, et al., 2007, p. 314).  More specifically, behaviourism came about with linguistics 
attempting to produce theories based on the notion that the use of language is indeed a 
fundamental component of our make up as humans, with Brown (2000, p. 22) citing “effective 
language behaviour to be the production of correct responses to stimuli” as an example of what 
behaviourists would consider a characteristic of this theory. 
As for the notion of imitation playing a part in L1 acquisition, it cannot be ruled out completely, 
but the global role it does play appears to be minimal in comparison with other factors.  
Imitation for instance is acknowledged by Brown (2000, p. 38) for instance as a “salient strategy 
in early language learning and an important aspect of early phonological acquisition.”  With 
respect to reinforcement for example, such a theory is incomplete as “it would still not explain 
how or what children learn from such adult responses, or how children discover and construct 
the correct rules” (Fromkin et al., 2007, p. 316).  Moreover, attempting to assist children in 
language acquisition by correcting language interestingly does not produce success.  If we look 
at the concept of analogy, i.e. using what sentences a child hears as a sample in order to 
replicate other similar sentences, this too does not prove how L1 is acquired. 
Another theory that has been proposed for the acquisition of L1 is that of connectionism (also 
known as parallel distributed processing (PDP) and emergentism), based primarily on “a 
computer model of language representation and acquisition” (Fromkin et al., 2007, p. 317), or in 
the words of Brown (2000, p. 27) “the consequence of many levels of simultaneous neural 
interconnections rather than a serial process of one rule being applied”.  Brown’s theory is 
unable to fully explain the acquisition of L1, as a result of the following flaws: a) 
inconsistencies of input that children receive in comparison to the model of connectionism 
computers produce and b) inconsistencies again between rules of phonological form and tense 
formation.
Before considering what similarities and differences may exists in L1 and L2 acquisition, one 
last theory is worth pondering.  In line with behaviouristic hypotheses, others purport that as an 
innate part of our biological make-up, humans possess the ability to grasp language and all the 
intricacies of its semantic, morphological, syntactic and phonological rules.  It is Universal 
Grammar (UG), which provides the basis and justification to the very fact that language can be 
found wherever humans are, with many areas common to all languages. 
Upon looking at whether the capacity children have in learning L1 is able to be applied to the 
acquisition of L2 brings up a number of issues, and a number of factors must be considered in 
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developing an integrated understanding of the principles which apply to the pedagogical process.  
Its complicated nature for instance is difficult to debate, could also be considered trite and in 
Chomsky’s (1976, p. 4) own words, language “is a system of remarkable complexity”.  As 
many who study a second language would attest to, adults for instance do not have this ability to 
just ‘pick up’ a language, but instead need to consciously study and also memorise vocabulary 
in order to become proficient.  One area in particular that L2 learners struggle with is 
pronunciation, in terms of finding it difficult to attain the same level as native speakers.  This 
skill is similar to other physical skills that children develop with improvement and mastery 
quicker as a child such as sport, in the fact that numerous organs in the mouth and speech 
muscles are used in the development and production of phonology. 
Another difference is morphological and syntactic errors which surface in L2 being unlike in 
nature to errors L1 children make, as well as word order, with such mistakes sometimes 
becoming fossilised (Fromkin, et al. 2007).  At this juncture, it is important to keep in mind 
that errors and mistakes are distinguishable in “errors reflect gaps in a learner’s knowledge” and 
“mistakes reflect occasional lapses in performance” (Ellis, 1997, p. 16). 
Whether it is indeed a fair comparison or not to look at the similarities and differences in the 
acquisition of L1 by children and L2 by adults is a different matter altogether.  In fact, 
comparisons between L1 and L2 are possible in four ways, if distinctions are drawn between 
adults and children, i.e. in the following way: Child L1 vs. Adult L1, Child L1 vs. Adult L2 
(which is the main comparison predominately examined in this essay), Child L2 vs. Child L1 
and Child L2 vs. Adult L2. 
Ultimately, L2 learners differ quite greatly in their acquisition, unlike L1 learners who, as 
mentioned, find the acquisition of L1 effortless and quick.  When we look at the success L2 
learners have, a number of factors seem to warrant our attention as playing a role in just how 
successful they are.  These include “age, talent, motivation, and whether you are in the country 
where the language is spoken” (Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 347).  Similarly, it is also important to 
acknowledge that for most, there is an intricate connection to the acquisition of L2 to the notion 
of also having to learn a second culture, further adding to the challenge of L2 as opposed to L1.  
More important in this critical discussion as to whether the process of acquisition of L1 and L2 
are similar and to what degree, is the ‘fundamental difference hypothesis’, stating that indeed in 
many ways, the acquisition is a different one, despite some similarities such as it taking time 
and the individual’s progress that there different stages are apparent.  In these stages of L2 
acquisition, grammar used for example is known as ‘interlanguage grammar’, which although is 
not similar to L1, does show the fact that rules do exist (Fromkin et al, 2007).   
Furthermore, it is Brown (2000) who states another tangential difference, being that of the 
difference in cognitive and affective abilities in children and adults.  Cognitive development 
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for instance is acknowledged to be much faster in prepubescent children than adults.  It is 
therefore interesting and surprising by the same token that despite the fact the cognitive abilities 
of adults being more sophisticated and superior than children, adults still do not have the same 
success in acquiring L2 as children do with L1.  The concept of grammar for instance, as an 
abstract one, is difficult for children to grasp, but with this in mind, should pose as an area 
adults would excel in.  Ellis (1997, p. 5) also acknowledges that “L2 learners bring an 
enormous amount of knowledge to the task of learning an L2” in that they are able to 
incorporate and draw on this as well as the general “communication strategies” they possess. 
As for affective factors which may hamper the acquisition of L2 learners, Brown (2000) points 
to considerations that include inhibition, anxiety, attitude, imitation and self-esteem, not to 
mention motivation.  In contrast, the egocentric nature of children though in fact helps to 
facilitate acquisition and their communication, by providing additional security, self-esteem and 
confidence in the production of L1.  With respect to the differing success L2 learners have with 
grammar, the aforementioned fundamental difference hypothesis shows “L2ers construct 
grammars according to different principles than those used in L1 acquisition” and well as L2 
learners unable to incorporate “the specifically linguistic principles of UG that L1ers have to 
help them” (Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 348). 
It is important here to note though, some assert that adult L2 learners are superior in some ways 
to that of children.  One specific reason is adults’ cognitive abilities to solve problems that are 
non-linguistic, and indeed “many L2 acquisition researches do not believe that L2 acquisition is 
fundamentally different from L1 acquisition” (Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 348).  Such researchers 
point to reasons that interlanguage grammars hold similar principles of UG, but this would not 
prove with certainty why L2 learners make differing mistakes in their acquisition to L1 children.  
UG may possibly explain how children too are able to extract the rules of L1, something 
documented by Berko in 1958 following research in the area of using knowledge to apply 
grammatical and phonological rules to made-up words. 
Another point to support the notion that L1 and L2 acquisition do indeed contrast is that for L2 
learners, a fully functional grammar of their L1 has already developed and exists and because of 
the competence of linguistics being one of using knowledge in an unconscious way, upon using 
L2, a person cannot simply decide not to ‘know’ the grammar for their native language.  
Because of this, a certain reliance on L1 is unavoidable and plays a role in interference, at the 
very least especially in pronunciation or more specifically, phonology as mentioned previously.  
Consequently, L2 learners are dogged with not only transfer of grammatical, syntactic and 
morphological rules and knowledge from L1, but also the rules of phonology and syllables, a 
clear argument for stating fundamental differences existing in the acquisition of L1 and L2.  In 
opposition to this though is the fact that some mistakes L2 learners make “are not derived from 
their L1”, with such reasons “not well understood” (Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 349). 
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By looking at age, other dominant reasons appear in the logic of unequivocally stating that the 
acquisition of L1 and L2 differ.  Few would argue with the following statement Fromkin et al. 
(2007, p. 350) make: “Age is a significant factor in L2 acquisition.  The younger a person is 
when exposed to a second language, the more likely she is to achieve native like competence”.  
Although linguists and researches are reluctant in boldly stating a certain age where L2 
acquisition becomes no longer possible, periods where the window to learn certain aspects of 
language do appear to exist, with the shortest that of phonology, as previously mentioned.  L1 
however is naturally acquired in infanthood, an area to be looked at.  The exposure though of 
L2 to children, even for a short time, does appear to “leave an imprint that facilitates the late 
acquisition of certain aspects of language” and research shows the early acquisition of language 
and its neurological effects, whether it is L1 or L2, increases the “left hemisphere cortical 
density”, more so than L2 learners at a later age (referring to the critical period hypothesis) 
(Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 351). 
By re-examining the notion of L1 acquisition occurring naturally, it is unfortunately insufficient 
in justifying how L2 is acquired, something which requires a lot more of a conscious effort.  In 
looking at the stages of both L1 and L2 learners (a similar trait to both in that stages exist), L1 
learners are blessed with its acquisition as being fast, though not something which of course 
occurs overnight.  In line with Universal Grammar explaining similarities in all languages, 
different stages of language acquisition by L1 learners also appears to be “possibly universal” 
(Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 322).  Chomsky himself states ‘‘just as native speakers are born with 
certain structures in the brain that allow us to learn language, we are born with structures that 
constrain and allow us to construct theories about how we learn language’’ (Haley & Lunsford, 
1994, p. 182). 
In returning to the idea of language being acquired by all children regardless of background for 
instance, language’s innateness should again be addressed.  Fromkin et al. (2007) see UG as a 
theory to prove that its acquisition is innate because of how children spontaneously acquire the 
language through exposure.  Moreover, it is Fromkin et al. (2007, p. 30) who cite specifically 
how children by the age of five for instance have essentially the same grammatical knowledge 
as an adult, going on to boldly state humans innately have “a genetically endowed faculty to 
learn and use human language.”  Unfortunately, as mentioned, the window where our 
genetically endowed faculty does not appear to apply to L2 is after the acquisition of L1. 
A slightly different suggestion to explain the effortlessness of L1 acquisition as opposed to the 
more challenges involved in L2 is how adults speak in somewhat simplified language known as 
‘motherese’ or ‘child-directed speech’ (CDS) (Fromkin et al, 2007).  Although culture plays a 
role in terms of its usage, CDS has characteristics of having intonation which is exaggerated and 
grammar which is more accurate.  CDS however does not surprisingly possess sentences 
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which are any simpler from a syntactic perspective, which if it were, would not allow children 
to “extract the rules of their language” (Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 318). 
It is true that regardless of circumstances, children do acquire language in a similar fashion, and 
as mentioned, “analogy, imitation, and reinforcement (alone) cannot account for language 
development” (Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 318).  Arguments for this are both the creativity which 
is akin to us in language use and secondly why some errors occur yet others do not.  The above 
extraction of language mentioned does not require a particular environment per se, apart from 
allowing the child adequate access to spoken language, highlighting the theory put forward of 
UG, or alternatively “innateness hypothesis” and “poverty of the stimulus” arguments (Fromkin 
et al, 2007, p 319), i.e. often language children hear is ‘impoverished’ meaning the language 
adults use is incomplete from a grammatical perspective. 
As something which naturally assists L2 learners too, the importance of structure dependency 
children require to ‘learn’ language cannot be overemphasised, as well as the constraint of 
coordinate structure.  Whereas L1 interferes in L2 acquisition to an extent, it is UG which 
assists L1 learners make “many grammatical errors” (Fromkin et al, 2007, p. 321).  In 
summary, L1 learners’ acquisition can be looked at in the words of Fromkin et al. (2007, p. 
322):  “…there is little doubt that human languages conform to abstract universal principles 
and that the human brain is specially equipped for acquisition of human language grammars”. 
Cook, Long and McDonough (1979) summarise global differences too between L1 and L2 
acquisition including but not limited to:  
a) overall success in that despite L1 success being guaranteed, it is only very seldom that 
complete success in L2 occurs;  
b) there being little variation in terms of the route to L1 acquisition, but varying routes to the 
acquisition of L2; 
c) differing goals in that L2 learners do not always strive for perfection but instead are often 
satisfied with fluency more so that accuracy or complete competence for instance; 
d) the concept of fossilisation unheard of in L1 acquisition, but an issue with L2 as well as 
returning to earlier stages of development; 
e) intuition levels differing with clarity of what is deemed accurate for L1 users but something 
which L2 users are generally incapable of doing; 
f) instruction being unnecessary for L1 acquisition but considered helpful or even required for 
the acquisition of L2; 
g) affective factors playing no role in L1 acquisition in terms of the influence they have, yet 
playing quite a significant role in influencing the success rates of L2. 
Moreover, it is Lightbown (1985, p. 176-180) however who, among the multitude of hypotheses 
which exist on second language acquisition (SLA), made among others the following claims 
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(which in a way, show further differences in SLA to that of L1 acquisition): a) “For most adult 
learners, acquisition stops – “fossilizes” – before the learner has achieved native like mastery of 
the target language” and b) “the learner’s task is enormous because language is enormously 
complex.” 
Finally, another important distinction to make is the environments such acquisition takes place 
in, another very possible underlying reason in the success of acquisition of both L1 and L2, with 
children’s exposure to L1 occurring, for the most part, in contexts which are meaningful whilst 
L2 learners are often subjected to learning taking place in a more artificial environment such as 
a classroom for example. 
To conclude, it is clear that despite the fact that the acquisition of L1 is effortless and 
unconscious, the acquisition of L2, for the most part, is different in many facets.  However, the 
task of comparing L1 and L2 is challenging and based on a number of theories which fail to 
reach a globally accepted consensus.  As a result of numerous factors which include 
consciousnesses, affective, cognitive and physical differences, L1 and L2 acquisition happens at 
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